Symptom patterns of patients with head and neck cancer in a palliative care unit.
Patients with end-stage head and neck cancer suffer from many physical and psychological symptoms, however, there have been relatively few studies looking at end-of-life symptoms in the head and neck cancer population. The objective of this study was to describe the symptom patterns of patients with terminal head and neck cancer in the palliative care unit. A retrospective chart review of 94 patients with terminal head and neck cancer admitted to a palliative care unit between May 2006 and December 2008 was performed. Demographic data, performance status, primary tumor site, time from diagnosis to first hospice admission, survival time after admission, medication for pain control, and main symptoms at the time of admission were examined. The mean time from diagnosis to first hospice admission was 33.1 ± 51.6 months. The mean survival time in the hospice was 21.9 ± 18.9 days. In this study, the most common symptom experienced was weight loss, followed by pain, cough, dysphagia, feeding difficulties, and communication difficulties. A statistically significant association of communication difficulties was found with presence or absence of a tracheostomy (p < 0.001). Change of morphine dosage after hospice care is related to the site location of head and neck cancer. Levels of education seem to be related to the increasing use of morphine (p = 0.025). Change of morphine dosage was statistically correlated with survival time after hospice admission (p < 0.001) Numerous symptoms at the end of life highlight the complexity of head and neck cancer patients that may necessitate early hospice referral for symptom control.